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"Freeze on to this sleeping suit": Teaching
Joseph Conrad's "The Secret Sharer"
Jason Snart
JasonisaprofessorofEnglishat theCollegeofDuPagein GlenEllyn,II.
Certainliteraryworksreadilyoffermuchof theirdeepermeaningon
firstandevensecondreading.Thoseworkscanbeencouragingfor stu-
dentsandteachersalike.Yetthoseworkswhichareleastamenableto
initialreadingsoftenprovidegreaterewardsto thediligentreaderswho
arewillingtoengagein multiplereadings.Thesemoredifficultandchal-
lengingworks,however,presentaclassroomdilemmasinceteachersand
studentsareworkingundertheconstraintsof time.Althoughthemore
"difficult"worksarepotentiallyrewardingin thelongrun,theyareoften
passedoverbecauseof theextratimethatmustbespentto understand
them.I havefoundthattwoof JosephConrad'sworksexemplifythis
problem.
In myteachingexperience,I havereturnedmanytimesto teaching
HeartofDarkness(firstserializedinBlackwood'sEdinburghMagazinestart-
ingin 1899)and"TheSecretSharer"(composedin Decemberof 1909).
Thesearecomplimentaryworks,dealingastheydowithverysimilarthe-
maticmaterial,buttheyarefarfromwhatwemightcall"user-friendly,"
yieldingverylittleof theirsubstantialdepthuponone'sfirstencounter
withthem.I recall,in particular,onestudent'scommentaboutHeartof
Darkness:"I didn'tcompletelyhateit." And this,it turnsout, shehad
meantasamoreor lesspositivecommentaryon herexperiencer ading
thestoryforthefirsttime.In otherwords,sheexplainedtome,shecould
sensethattherewasmeaning,somethingwas"happening"in thestory,
butshealsoknewthatshewasn'treallygettingit, evenasshedutifully
turnedthepages,becomingmoreandmorefrustratedassheprogressed;
thetemptationto simply"hateit" andmoveon to somethingelsewas
certainlythere.
This frustrationisalsoafairlycommonreactionforthosecomingto
Conrad's"The SecretSharer"for thefirsttime:thefeelingthatsome-
thingis goingon beneaththesurface,soto speak,butthatit will take
considerableworktogetatit. I havestuckwithConradpreciselybecause
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hepresentsuchdifficulty,thoughasI try tostresstomyfrustratedstu-
dents,it isadifficultythatwillberepaidin thelongrun.I havefoundthat
focusingstudents'attentiononthenarrowestofdetailsasastartingpoint,
ratherthanasalatercomplimenttograspingthe"bigpicture,"hasproven
fairlysuccessfulin helpingstudentsrealizethattheextraeffortin reading
Conradisultimatelyrewarding.Thusmyteachingof Conrad,and"The
SecretSharer"in particular,is a processof expandingscope,fromthe
micro-to themacro-level.The specificdetailI useto getdiscussion
goingon "TheSecretSharer"occurslatein thestory;it isanattractively
weirdidiomemployedby Leggatt,thefugitivethattheyoungcaptain-
narratorhasbeenharboringaboardhisship.Leggatt,atthepointof his
leavingtheshipinordertoswimashore,presumablydepartingthecaptain's
lifeforgood,saysto thecaptain,"I shallfreezeonto thissleepingsuit,"
referringto thenightclothesthathehasborrowedfromthecaptain(62).
The phrase"freezeon to" isveryodd,asI will elaboratebelow.
The captain-narratorhimselfprovidesausefulthematicoverviewof
thestoryhetells:havingjusttakenhisfirstcommandatsea,thecaptain
believeshemustliveup to the"secret,"idealconception"of theper-
sonahehasimaginedforhimself(35).Theproblemis:howdoesonedo
this,especiallywhenthe imaginedpersonamustassumea positionof
greatauthorityandresponsibility?Thereaderwillbelefttodecidewhether
theconceptionof himselfthatthecaptainholdsis positiveor negative
andwhetherthecaptainwill leadhiscrewaspartof theship'scommu-
nityorasatyrantwhosepoweratseacannotbechallenged.Leggatt'suse
of "freezeon to"hasembeddedin itsvariousconnotationsthesemuch
broaderquestions.
We recallthattheactionof thestoryis relativelystraightforward,
thoughthetellingiscomplicatedbytheunreliabilityof thecaptain-narra-
tor (henamesneitherhimselfnor hisship,for example).The storybe-
ginswith theshipbecalmedin theGulf of Siam.Lateonenight,the
captainhastakenwatchhimself(anunusualdecisionthatdoesnotgo
unremarkedbythecrew),atwhichpointLeggattarrives.He explainsthat
hehasescapedcustodyaboardhisownship,theSephora,wherehehad
beenimprisonedbythatship'scaptain,Archbold,forhavingkilleda fel-
lowcrewmemberduringaviolentstorm.Themurder,atleastasLeggatt
presentsit andasthecaptainacceptsit,wasnecessarytosavetheSephora.
The captain-narratorharborsLeggatt,whomhedescribesashismirror
image,until hecanmaneuverhis shipperilouslycloseto landso that
Leggattcanjumpoverboardandswimto safety.
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For theyoungcaptain,Leggattprovidestheconfidenceandself-
assuranceto commanda shipatsea;however,partof thisconfidence
andself-assuranceis,byimplication,thecapacitytocommitmurder.And
whileLeggattwill explainto theyoungcaptain-narratorthatthemurder
wasnecessaryto savethestorm-wrackedSephora,therearesuggestions
thatLeggatt'sactionsarenotsoheroicandthatthecaptainunderstands
themasheroiconlybecauseheneedsto believein himselfascapableof
equallyviolentbehavior.It appearsthatLeggatt'sabilityto actdecisively
andviolentlyin acrisisisexactlywhattheyoungcaptainbelievesitmeans
tobeacaptain;heistheabsoluteauthority,deferringtonooneonboard,
nortoanyabstractlegalsystemthatapplieson land.
BelowI provideareadingof thephrase"freezeonto"in thecontext
of thehot/coldimagerypatternthatrunsthroughouthestory.The
resultwill ideallybeanotherstrategyforexploringthedepthsofConrad's
workin theclassroom,withinthetimeconstraintssofamiliartostudents
andprofessors.The extremelynarrowfocuswill helpto groundearly
readingsof thestoryin theparticularsof Conrad'sverynuancedlan-
guagebutwill ultimatelypointtothebroadcomplexitiesof thestory:the
fundamentalquestionsof leadership,authority,andethics.
The OED providesonedefinitionfor "freeze"as"to hold on to
(apersonor thing),"but alsosuggeststhatthephrasemayconnotea
positiveattachment,asin theexampleprovidedfromThewesternGazette
of 1897:"Londoners,whentheygetholdof agoodthing,liketo 'freeze
on to' it" ("Freeze").Leggatt'suseof "freezeon to" in thissensestands
outin "TheSecretSharer,"setin thetropicalGulf of Siam,whichother-
wiseemphasizestheheatandclosenessof thesetting.It also,asI show
tostudentsbytracinghot/coldimageryin thestory,standsin contrasto
thethematicpatternthatConradhasestablishedto thatpoint.
Eachinstanceof cold imagery,exceptLeggatt'susage,suggestsdis-
tancebetweenthecaptainandhisshipmates;conversely,heatimagery
suggestsanoppressiveforcethatweighsuponthecaptain,quitepossibly
alignedwiththeweightof responsibilityhefeelsin takinghisfirstcom-
mand.Leggatt'specificusage,however,complicatesthecoldimagery
pattern,asit connotesthecloserelationshipbetweenthecaptainandhim;
it furthersuggestsa positiveattachmentbetweenthetwo,for I assume
thatConradintendedto connotethesenseof Leggatthavinggotten
"holdof a goodthing"(toparaphrasetheOED examplequotedabove)
in meetingthecaptain.Cruciallythen,theimageryof coldasindicative
of closenessin thisoneinstancehighlightsthedegreetowhichthecap-
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tainandLeggatt'sbondis establishedin oppositionto allotherrelation-
shipsin thestory.In Leggatt'sunintentionalinversionof theimagepat-
tern-using "freeze"asindicativeof closeness,not distance-we are
remindedthattherelationshipbetweenthecaptainandhimisreciprocal:
Leggattgainssomethingfromthecaptainwhileat thesametimethe
captaingainssomethingfromLeggatt.Ultimately,I believethatthecon-
notationsof the"freezeon to" phrasesuggesthepossibilitythatthe
captainandLeggattremainfar moreconnected,evendependentupon
oneanother,thanwouldseemevidentfromtheirfinalphysicalsepara-
tion in thenarrative.Indeed,theverytellingof thetalebythecaptain-
narrator,atadistanceof someyearsheadmits,mayhingeonthepersis-
tenceofhisconnectiontoLeggatt.Andwhilecriticshavecertainlynoted
theclosenessbetweenLeggattandthecaptainasthestoryunfolds,most
haveassumedthattheirphysicalseparationat thetale'sconclusionis a
decisivebreak.Suchanassumption,however,maynotbethecase.
Whenteachingthestory,I beginbytracingthehot/coldimageryin
class,havingalertedstudentsto remarksuchimageryastheyread.The
in-classworkhereis fairlyeasy,sincetherearerelativelyfewinstancesof
hot/coldto discover,thoughthepatternis fairlyconsistent.Michael
Jones,commentingon thetensionbetweencaptainandcrew,suggests
thatthecrew"posea threateningaudienceandjuryandformapossible
invasionintothecaptain'sprivateheroicworld"(87).Whenthecaptain
tellsusthathehasgivenhis "firstparticularorder"on theship,hegoes
on tosaythathepresidesoverbreakfastwithwhathecallsa "frigiddig-
nity"(48).In fact,justpriorto givingthechiefmatethisfirstorder,the
captainsmilesattheapproachingmatein suchawaythat"frozehisvery
whiskers"(48).
Thesevariationsof freezingor cold imageryasmetaphorsof dis-
tancestandin markedcontrasto thevariousexpressionsof heat.Ironi-
cally,though,theuseof heatasan oppressiveimagewill figuremore
obviouslyonlywith thearrivalof Leggatt,surelybecauseit is with the
secrecyof havingtoharborLeggatthatthecaptainbeginstoalignhim-
selfmoreclearlyagainsthisowncrewandto feelit an invasive,prying
antagonist.Earlyin thenarrativethecaptainisaloneatnightondeck-
thisis priorto thearrival/emergenceof Leggatt-whenhenotesthathe
is relatively"atease"in the"warmbreathlessnight"(36).He evenre-
joicesin the"securityof theseaascomparedwiththeunrestof theland"
(36).However,withLeggattonboard,the"warmbreathlessnight"(36)
turnsintothe"warm,heavytropicalnight"(39)thatclosesaboutLeggatt's
.,...
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headwithin thecaptain'scabinjust asLeggattis aboutto narratehis
versionof themurderforwhichheis responsible.
The heatimagerycontinues,turningmoreandmoreominousthe
moreLeggattandthecaptainbondagainsttheideaofasocio-Iegalorder
outsidetheabsolutepowerof acommanderatsea.The captainremarks
thathis cabinis "ashot asan oven"andthatLeggatt'schin "glistened
withperspiration"(48).Further,whenthecaptainunderwhomLeggatt
served,Archbold,arrivesto theyoungcaptain'sship,thecaptain-narrator
himselfnotesthe"awfulheat."And asthestorynearsits climax,the
captainreflectsbackon whathasbeenthe"closenessof theheatin the
gulf,"a heatthathasbeen"mostoppressive"(64).It is atthismoment
thatthecaptainfeelsleastateasewithhiscommandof theship,forhe
mustgivebizarreorderstoopenthequarter-deckportsandtomaneuver
hisshipdangerouslyclosetoland(inordertogiveLeggatthisbestchance
atswimmingtoshore).Havingtoasserthisauthority,thecaptain,ashas
becomehishabit,feelsthepull of Leggatt'spresence,evenreferringto
himdirectly,forthefirsttimein thestory,asasecondcaptain(64).Conrad
emphasizestheclosenessof thetwo-a closenessaligneddirectlyagainst
therestof thecrewon theship-for thecaptainhaschosentocontinue
wearinghisownsleepingsuit,asof courseLeggattwearsanotherof the
captain'sleepingsuits.
Thus we reachLeggatt'sassertionthathewill "freezeon to" the
borrowedsleepingsuitin thecontextofheatimagerywhichhas,through-
out thestory,suggestedan increasinglyoppressiveweightagainstwhich
thecaptainmustdefinehisfirstcommand.At thesametime,coldimag-
eryhasservedto suggestadistancebetweenthecaptainandhiscrew,a
distanceheperhapsthinkshemustassertandpreservein ordertoestab-
lish his positionof absolutepower.Of course,thecaptainalsoneeds
literalspacetoharborLeggatt,forLeggatt(orthecaptain'sideaofLeggatt)
hasbeencrucialto thecaptain'sabilityto takecommandofhiscrewand
toasserthisauthority,whichheassumesi limitedonlybyhisownmoral
framework,not thatof a maritimecodeor land-basedlegalandsocial
system.
While theparticularphraseuponwhichmyreadinghinges-"freeze
on to"-may at firstseema merecolloquialismthatis of littleimpor-
tancein theoverallstory,it undeniablyrepresentsameaningfulchoiceof
wordsin a storyso dependenton veryspecificandparticulardiction.
Exploringclassdistinctionsin"TheSecretSharer,"CedricWattshasnoted
thatthecaptainandLeggattsharethesame"tone,style,phraseologyand
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assumptions"(27).And Conradhimselfamouslysaidof thisstory,com-
posedasitwasin ashortperiodduringwhichhewasalsoworkingonthe
novelUnderwesternEyes,"theSecretSharer,betweenyouandme[Conrad
iswritingtohisfriendEdwardGarnett],is it.Eh?No damnedtrickswith
girlsthere.Eh?Everywordfitsandthereis notasingleuncertain ote.
Luckmyboy.Pureluck"(qtd.in KnowlesandMoore337).It wouldbe
surprisingthatwithinthiscontext-a storyin whichlanguageandword
choicematterdeeplybecauseit is a storyabouttellingstories,andfor
whichConradbelievedhehadallmaterial,"everyword,"inplace-thata
declarationbyoneof themaincharacters,atakeymomentin thenarra-
tive,benothingmorethananoff-handidiom.Indeed,in anotherletter,
thisoneto EdithWhartonin responseto herrequesthatthestorybe
translatedintoFrench,Conraddeclines,assertingthatit is "particularly
English,in moralatmosphere,in feeling,andevenin detail"(qtd.in
KnowlesandMoore337).Clearly,theminuteparticularsmatteredfor
Conrad.
"TheSecretSharer"isgenerallyunderstoodtobeastudyin thepsy-
chologyofpowerandleadership,involvingwhatGailFraseridentifiesas
the "familiarConradianparadox"of dividedloyalties(40). Daniel
Schwartzdescribesit asa talein whichacaptainis "facedwithcircum-
stancesandemotionaltraumasforwhichneitherthemaritimecodenor
hisexperiencehaspreparedhim"(80).The captainis leftto fashionhis
ownethicalcode.And asJonesnotes,"The externalstandardsfor heroic
conductareinventedfromthestagethecaptainsetsup for himselfon
thedeckoftheship.He clearlyimagineshisownmoraluniverseinwhich
hebothlegislatesandperformstheheroicordeal"(86;andnotetheety-
mologicalplayin legislate/Leggatt).Younganduncomfortablewith his
firstcommand,thecaptainrequirestheappearanceofthefugitiveLeggatt,
whom the captaindeclaresis his "double,"his "otherself,"andhis
"secretself,"sinceLeggattembodiesthosequalitiesthattheyoungcap-
tainbelieveshemustdiscoverin himselfif heis to takewhatheunder-
standsto bepropercommandof hisship.
While therelationshipbetweenthecaptainandLeggattis generally
understoodin termsof whatLeggattprovidesfor thecaptain(beit the
capacityforheroismorthecapacityforviolence),it isequallyrevealingto
considerwhatthecaptain,perhapsunwittingly,providesforLeggatt.This
focusis wheretheotherwiseoff-handexpression-thatLeggattwill
"freezeon to"thecaptain'ssleepingsuit-becomesevenmoremeaning-
ful. If weassumethatembeddedwithinthephraseisadegreeof thanks,
95
expressedbyLeggatttothecaptain,andthatthetwodo,followingWatts'
argument,sharethesameassumptionsandphraseology,thenwemight
ask:WhatisLeggatthankfulto thecaptainfor?
The answerto thisquestionis thatLeggatt,in additionto receiving
literalprotectionfromthecaptain,willnotbejudgedforhisactionsaboard
theSephoraby anysocio-Iegalsystemotherthanwhatthecaptainhas
provided.Any strictlylegaljudgmentwouldsurelyseeLeggattfor the
murdererthatheis,whilethecaptainhas,ofcourse,understoodLeggatt
to beahero.The captainprovidesfor Leggatta judgment-a vindica-
tion-which isnotthatofthe"shorepeople"(36andreferredtothrough-
outthestory),noris it thejudgmentof hisactionsthatishandeddown
byArchbold,who,asmuchashorepersonasanybody,abidesbyconven-
tionalmaritimecode;"I representthelawhere,"hedeclaresto Leggatt
(44). (Oneimaginestheyoungcaptain-narratordeclaring,not thathe
representsa legalsystem,but thathe is the legalsystem.)It is at the
momentof planningtheirseparation,Leggattsuggeststhathewill re-
mainattachedtosomepositiveaspectof thecaptainthroughkeepingthe
borrowedsleepingsuit.ThissuggestioncomplicatestheideathatLeggatt,
astheviolentaspectof thecaptain,is entirely"expurgated"fromthe
captain'spsyche,touseDanielSchwartz'term(87),bytheendof thetale
whenthetwoarephysicallyseparated.
ThecaptainrepresentsapositivejudgmentofLeggatt'sactions(posi-
tivefromLeggatt'spointof view,of course)thathasnotbeenprovided
byanybodyelsein tale,andwill ostensiblynotbeprovidedbyanyland-
basedcourtof law thatLeggattmayeventuallyface;Leggattdescribes
suchacourtas"anoldfellowin awigandtwelverespectabletradesmen"
(62)andearlierimaginesthathis storyis "asufficientlyfiercestoryto
makeanoldjudgeandarespectablejurysitupabit" (41).He alsotwice
mentionshisfather,a "parsonin Norfolk,"whomustweighonLeggatt's
mindasrepresentativeof abiblicaljudgmentwhichheimagineswill be
no moregenerousthanthatof thecourts(40;41).Schwartzhasnoted
thatLeggattis "abandonedto aworldwherethecaptain'sepistemology
is irrelevant"(87).It is equallythecaptain'sideology,hisunderstanding
ofauthorityandcommand,thatwill beirrelevant,buttheabandonment
is partialatbest.Of course,thetwowill bephysicallyseparated,butI
wouldcontendthatLeggattcontinuesin theworldwith thecaptain's
ethicalandmoralsystemasthebasisfor his futureactions.It is easyto
speculatethatthosefutureactionscouldbeasviolentaswhatoccurred
aboardtheSephorandthatLeggattwill justifYhimselfbasednot on
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conventionallandor maritimecodesofbehavior,butratheron theethi-
calsystemhebelievesthecaptainto "understand"(atermLeggattuses
throughouthestory).
In otherwords,for Leggatt,thecaptain-as-judgewill replacethe
Archboldsof theworldaswellasanyold fellowsin wigsandrespectable
tradesmen,ottomentionhisfathertheparsoninNorfolk.Indeed,many
criticsidentifythecaptain's"floppyhat"asa "partinggift," asJames
Hansfordcallsit, from thecaptainto Leggatt,but onethatis "given
back"(37).Thisviewindicatesthesymbolicdetachmentof Leggattfrom
thecaptain.Crucially,though,thesleepingsuitis notreturned,hinting
thatthecaptainandLeggatt,thoughphysicallyseparated,remainneces-
saryto oneanother:complicitjudgesof oneanother'sactions.
The captainremarksthatatseatheyare"farfromall humaneyes,
with onlyskyandseafor spectatorsandfor judges"(34).The captain
mustnotadmitanysourceof ethicsor lawotherthanwhathedecrees;
anyotherethicalor legalsystemwouldjudgeLeggattamurdererandthe
captainhimselfguiltyof harboringa fugitive.NormanPagearguesthat
the"plainduty"of thecaptainis,in fact,to "hand[Leggatt]overto the
properauthorities"(158);andSchwartznotesthatLeggattandthecap-
tainhave"violatedeverytenetof themaritimecode"(81).However,"far
fromhumaneyes"is themoraltabularasaof theseathatthecaptain
inscribeswithhisjudgmentof Leggatt.Conradremarkedin a letterthat
theseais "indifferento evilandgood"(qtd.in Zabel96),andhefre-
quentlyturnedto theseaasthearenain whichthosein powerneednot
deferto conventionalsocio-Iegalarrangementsor codes,asrepresented
bycaptainArchbold.
I amthusnotconvincedthatthephysicalseparationof thecaptain
andLeggattattheconclusionof thestoryis asdecisiveabreakasit may
appeartobe.Thesleepingsuititself,thatphysicalmarkofthetwoseamen's
identity,andstandingasit doesforthevindicationthatthecaptain'sjudg-
mentprovides,remainswith Leggatto connectthem.So thecaptain
mayassumewhatSchwartzidentifiesashis"hierarchicalpositionascap-
tain"(87),but I wouldarguethathedoesnot, asGail Frasersuggests,
"integratehimselfintotheship'scommunity"(41).I thinkit arealpossi-
bilitythatthecaptainruleshisshipwithaviolencethathehaslearnedto
justifyin hisencounterwith Leggatt.In otherwords,hiscaptaincyis a
sham,theruleof a violenttyrant,perhapsasundeservedashis initial
appointmentascaptainis likelyto havebeen.(In oneof his narrative
elisions,thecaptaintellsus, "in consequenceof certaineventsof no
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particularimportance,xceptomyself,I hadbeenappointedtothecom-
mandonlya fortnightbefore"(34).We laterlearnthatLeggatthimself
assumedhispositionbecause,inArchbold'swords,"Hispeoplehadsome
interestwithmyowners.I wasin awayforcedto takehimon"(53).)
The "freezeon to" exchangebetweenthecaptainandLeggatt-so
attractivelyweirdwithinthetaleandalsoverytangiblefor readerswho
arenewtoConrad'style-heightensthedegreetowhichthetwocharac-
tersremainconnectedafterLeggatt'sdeparture,andtherebysuggestsvery
dark overtonesfor Leggatt'sfutureand for thecaptain'scommand.
Beginningwithanarrowfocuson theconnotationsof the"freezeonto"
phrase,andthenplacingthisusagewithintherelativelyaccessiblepattern
ofhotandcoldimagerythroughoutthestory,providesaconvenientway
into themuchmoresubtle,yetsocrucialthemesuponwhichthestory
turns:authority,command,responsibility,andleadership.WhileConrad's
maritimeworldmaybefarremovedfromtheexperienceofmostreader's
today,thesethemesarestillverymuchpresentin themodernsocialand
politicalandscape.
Bywayof concludingdiscussionof thestorywhenI amteachingit,
I askmyclassesto considerjustwhathascompelledthecaptainto tell
thisstoryatall,froma"distanceofyears"asheadmits(51).Is it guilt?Is
thecaptainnowin needofvindicationforviolentactionsofhisown?Is
heultimatelytellingthetaleasa formof explanation,evenself-defense?
Clearly,thecaptainbelievesin Leggatt'sheroism,evenafteranumberof
years,andin hisownjudgmentof Leggatt'sactionsascorrect.The great
ambivalencethatwillcontinuetoattractcriticsandreadersaliketoConrad's
storyis thatLeggattescapestheshipas"afreeman,a proudswimmer
strikingoutfor anewdestiny"(70).ButLeggatt's"freedom"istheresult
of thecaptain'sfavorablejudgmentof themurderaboardtheSephora.So
whatmightbethedestinyof suchaman?Will it involvefurtheractions
thatarejustifiableonly in a moralframeworkthatallowsfor suchvio-
lence?Is thecaptainhimselfa "freeman,"andin whatsense?Freetodo
ashepleases,havingnowprovidedthiskind of judgmentfor Leggatt?
Will heinfactexercisehispowerin thatpotentiallycorruptedmoralframe-
work,for heseemsto trulybelievethat"theoretically,I coulddowhatI
liked,withno onetosaynayto mewithinthewholecircleof thehori-
zon" (48)?
'...,.
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